Introduction
The competitive environment in the global economy of the 21st century is highly-complex, demanding and full of competitive opportunities and threats. An effective strategy of company management can help companies improve their performance when faced with simultaneous competition in a turbulent and unpredictable environment. Each and every entrepreneur must be aware that his customers and his own business are not alone on the market -he must know his competition. [5] The Czech economy has also undergone considerable change in the past two decades. The period of transformation from planned economy to market economy and the openingup of the Czech economy are linked to the arrival of new competitors from abroad and even fiercer competition. This has also resulted in a change to the competitive advantage and competitiveness of Czech companies. [18] When planning business activity, all companies need to be able to forecast future development on the market on which they wish to operate. Knowledge of the environment in which a company operates and information about the competition are the currency of each and every business. Being aware and having an overview of competing companies, their products and prices are essential to preparing sales tactics and putting together a company strategy from the perspective of offering and presenting a company's own products. As with the environment in which the company is active, the competitive environment continues to develop, meaning that continual attention must be paid.
The main aim of the paper is to analyse the strength of the competitive environment, the primary competitive advantages of the companies within ERN and the dependence of the competitive strategies chosen and competitive advantage among the companies active within the Czech part of ERN.
A quantitative form of collecting data, by way of written questionnaire, was chosen as the method of obtaining the information we required, this questionnaire taking the shape of an electronic survey created using the tools available at Google.com. The survey was carried out in January and February 2013 in the Czech part of ERN and was anonymous. The Statgraphics programme was used to process data.
The Terms "Competitive
Advantage" and "Competitiveness"
Defining "competitive advantage" and "competitiveness" can be done from both the macroeconomic and the microeconomic reading of the terms. Nevertheless, both perspectives are connected to each other and it can be said that a company's competitive advantage (microeconomics) influences and predetermines the competitiveness of the whole, meaning the macroeconomic point of view [1] . This is indicated in the microeconomic nature of the term "competitiveness", which defines a competing company as a company that is able to compete with the competition [1] and encapsulates the relative performance of the company in question at the given time. This general concept can be developed and competitiveness defined as a characteristic which allows a business undertaking to be successful when it competes with other business undertakings [5] . Competitive advantage and competitiveness are closely
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Jaroslava Dûdková, Klára BlaÏková 3, XVII, 2014 related to each other and are in fact relative terms [19] . Any identification of competitive advantage draws on a comparison of a group of companies, in that this comparison is itself dependent on the nature of the market environment in which the company operates. We cannot talk of a company's competitive advantages without also talking of specific competitive conditions or independent of a specification of rivals. A company might be competitive in relation to several rivals, but uncompetitive to others. [7] Competitiveness is fundamentally generated through competitive advantages, for which we can accept Porter's concept that as such they offer the company an advantage over its competitors. Competitive advantage can be seen here as a factor that helps or allows a company to achieve success, although it need not guarantee it [11] . There are many levels to the idea of competitive advantage and the competitiveness that arises from it in terms of the concept of a company's success.
The first level is achieving sufficient quality of advantages and competitiveness for the company to be able to compete in the first place. We can understand this achievement of basic limits to be the qualifying level of competitiveness. The next level, "self-realisation", helps the company achieve such success by reaching set targets that do not fundamentally threaten other competitors. In practice, this means that the company pursues its own specific targets, the achievement of which does not restrict competitors in reaching their targets. In this case, companies do not come into direct conflict. The third level is required when it is impossible for a company to accomplish its own targets without affecting the achievement of targets by its competitors in some significant way. [22] Creating a competitive advantage on the market means achieving two things: 1. Creating something the competitors do not have; 2. Creating something that customers consider to be better than the alternatives (perhaps the products made by direct competitors, something they can make on their own or doing nothing). Therefore, creating a high and unique value in the eyes of the customers means having a competitive advantage.
A competitive advantage is something extra that a company offers over the competition. Something that makes the company exceptional. It is not easy being the best in your field in this day and age; after all, everyone else is trying to do the same. It is now about details, which the customer uses to decide who to choose and where to buy. Everyone tries to offer the best-quality products they can at the most reasonable prices.It needs to be able to provide every potential customer with an answer to the question, "Why should I buy from them?" Among other, our project was interested in whether companies are aware of their competitive advantage and how they are dependent on the competitive strategy they chose.
Pace offers a different view of competitiveness: one of the primary goals of organizations in a free enterprise systém. Although the measures of competitiveness may appear different for manufacturing and service organizations or for government and religious organizations, in order to be competitive, any organization must provide products and services for which customers or clients are willing to pay a fair return or price. In the long run, in a free enterprise system, competitiveness is measured by the ability of the organization to stay in business and to protect the organization's investments, to earn a return on those investments, and to ensure jobs for the future. [9] We assume that a competitive advantage is a sort of image in the eyes of customers, employees, suppliers etc. (so-called stakeholders) and is a prerequisite for the economic management of a company. It also stands that if the company is able to compete, it is also highly efficient. In the short-term, we are interested mainly in profitability or market share and in the long-term in the capacity to innovate and grow, company strategy, vision for the future or the use of company potential. [17] , [18] 
Types of Competitive Advantage
It is universally known that quality, supply (reliability), flexibility and effectiveness of costs are possible competitive advantages. Quality can be defined, through a set of innate properties, as the level of requirement of satisfaction. The quality of a product encompasses the technical perspective (production technology and technical standards) and (in particular) the ability to satisfy customer requirements [18] . Customer satisfaction is closely related to other factors, such as loyalty or the value for the customer, which significantly increase the competitive advantage and competitiveness of the company [15] . Many managers believe that all functions of the company need to be improved at the same time in order to improve some of the constituent parts of that company's competitive advantage. [21] Recent studies, however, affirmatively showed the importance of non-price factors as basic determinants of competitiveness. The scope of non-price factors is diverse. It includes:
human resources and personnel conditions, such as employee skills and motivation; technical factors such as research and development capabilities and the ability to adapt and use technology; management and organisational factors, both internal, in relation to the company, and external relations with other bodies (customers, suppliers, public and private research institutes and other companies).
These factors determine the ability of a company to achieve and maintain a profitable position in a changing environment.
According to Porter, there are four mutuallydependent and mutually-reinforcing attributes of competitive advantage that allow companies to successfully compete in a particular field: the availability of qualified labour and infrastructure; demand for goods and services on the market; associated support of industry, including the presence of competing suppliers; company strategy, structure and rivalry. [13] Porter describes these factors as those which "individually, and as a system, create the context in which a nation's firms are born and compete". Porter considers that the most important issue of all for competitiveness lies in the pressure that these factors exert on firms to invest and innovate. [2] Continually improving the range of products or services that a company can offer has become increasingly popular. Continual improvement is based on five pillars: the involvement of all company employees at all levels; looking for savings without making investment; enumerating data and information; using common sense as a basic tool; implementing ideas from practice. [14] An increasing number of companies no longer focus on competition and employing the competitive advantage of price, instead concentrating on quality, service and individualising the range of goods or services they offer. To assert themselves on the market, however, companies are also using a competitive strategy based on their experience or specific know-how and the expertise of their workers. Some companies build their success on the reputation of the company or a brand of products. [4] Some companies consider their management of key customers to be a competitive advantage. [11] Companies can achieve considerable competitive advantage by taking into consideration the ethical and environment demands placed on products, price and distribution. Cementing the company's position within the competitive environment, having satisfied customers and achieving better financial results: these are just some of the advantages arising from greater responsibility in a company's marketing behaviour [8] , [10] .
Euroregion Nisa
More emphasis has been placed on the significance of the region in recent years. This goes hand-in-hand with the recognition that regions are the foundation of national competitiveness; it is at this level that we see the direct clash of those who create knowledge and those who use it. The prosperity of a region, then, depends primarily on how that particular region succeeds in overcoming the potential gulf between these two groups of entities [1] .
The second reason for such emphasis having recently been placed on regions is the change in the world economy, which is becoming "regionalised" as multinational groupings. This leads to a certain restriction in the role of nation states, which lose certain opportunities in terms of carrying out macroeconomic policy. It can be said that states have become regions in a way, since their procedures in influencing economic phenomena are more reminiscent of the procedures used by regional authorities. 3, XVII, 2014
Euroregion Neisse -Nisa -Nysa Euroregion has been established in 1991. All three parts of the region are united by many common issues and interests arising from similar system transformations and many years of common history. The River Nisa which forms the border between Germany and Poland is unifying element of the area as a whole and the traditional symbol of mutual cooperation.
The Czech part of Euroregion Nisa encompasses âeská Lípa, Jablonec nad Nisou, Liberec, Semily and the northern part of the Dûãín district (around ·luknov) and covers around 4.5% of the area of the Czech Republic. This part of the Euroregion is home to 135 municipalities (figure taken from 2011). Emphasis is placed on strengthening competitiveness and regional economic bases by way of cooperation, with special consideration for interaction between small and medium-sized businesses and in support of developing new business opportunities. [ Source: [3] The main industries here are the traditional glass and costume jewellery, the manufacture and processing of plastics, engineering and branches of the processing industry closely linked to car manufacturing. The textile industry has experienced a slump in recent years and has lost its once-prominent position. In terms of the rate of unemployment, the Liberec region is one of the worst-affected areas, having a rate of 10.3% at 31. 12. 2012.
The economy of the Liberec region is strongly represented by the processing industry. This relates to the long-standing industrial traditions of the region and major recent investment by foreign companies. The share of the processing industry in the creation of gross added value is around 50% higher than the average for the Czech Republic. The share of construction is also slightly higher, but other significant branches have a lower share in the Liberec region in comparison with the Czech Republic. Somewhat surprising is the higher share of education and the health industry. Small and medium-sized businesses have an important position in the regional economy, employing 65.5% of the total number of employees in 2012. [6] The area is characterised by a long-standing tradition of technical know-how and other specific export production, by the existence of a relatively-well qualified workforce in certain industries (particularly engineering and glassmaking) and its competitiveness from the perspective of salary costs and by the development of business activity by foreign investors, primarily in the motor industry and other export industries.
Systematic support of small and medium-sized business presents an opportunity for this area, as do using the transfer of innovation to increase the competitiveness of all business undertakings, the preparation and development of business zones and technology parks, the development of strategic services and of progressive branches with high added value in cooperation with foreign organisations and companies and the involvement of regional science and research centres and the potential of the Technical University of Liberec. [6] 
Results and Analyses
This section examines and evaluates the quantitative data taken from a questionnaire survey. It is divided into smaller parts, the first characterising the profile of respondents and the second concentrating on a statistical analysis of selected questions relating to the competitive environment. A total of 170 companies from the Czech part of Euroregion Nisa completed the questionnaire.
Methodological Procedure of Marketing Survey
The methodology used in the empirical investigation of the competitive strategies of companies is based on the definitions, expectations and principles set out in the introduction to the paper. A quantitative form of collecting data in a written questionnaire was chosen as the method of obtaining the information we required, this questionnaire taking the shape of an electronic survey created using the tools available at Google.com. The survey was carried out in January and February 2013 in the Czech part of Euroregion Nisa and was anonymous. A uniform, standardised, structured questionnaire was used to gather data in which the wording and order of questions were precisely set out. Closed-ended, multiple-choice questions were mainly used in the questionnaire, although open-ended questions were employed to ascertain competitive strategies. The Statgraphics programme was used to process data.
Closed-ended, multiple-choice questions were mainly used when putting together the questionnaire. A set of variables that influence the competitiveness of a company was assembled based on the theoretical knowledge available and space was given to respondents to rate these individual variables.
Characteristics of the Sample
For the purposes of considering the economic base, the Czech part of the region was divided into the districts of Liberec, Jablonec nad Nisou, âeská Lípa and Semily. A database was created of 250 companies active in the districts of Euroregion Nisa in question. These companies were contacted by telephone and subsequently sent an electronic link to the questionnaire in the Google.com system. One hundred and seventy questionnaires were subsequently processed.
The opening questions 1 to 5 in the questionnaire were designed to identify the sample of respondents. The first question was used to identify the location of the company within Euroregion Nisa. This spread of companies corresponds to the size of the districts in question.
Core business activities differed greatly and were divided into the categories of industry, services, trade and transport and other to help us process the information. Eighty-nine companies were classified under industry (building, engineering, glassmaking, food production, textile industry), meaning 52%, 77 were classified under services, trade and transport (45%) and the rest, almost 3%, were deemed to be part of another specific industry.
Intensity of Competition and Number of Competitors
A statistical evaluation of the answers we received allows us to better identify the competitive environment and company activity relating to the growing competition within Euroregion Nisa. As part of the questionnaire survey, companies considered their competitive environment by looking at the intensity of competition and the number of competitors they have. Statistical processing allowed us to look at the possibility of whether there is a relationship between the intensity of competition and the number of competitors. We set out hypothesis 0, which proves that there is no relationship between the intensity of competition and the number of competitors, and hypothesis 1, which confirms dependence, and tested these.
H 0 : There is no relationship between the intensity of competition and the number of competitors.
H 1 : There is a relationship between the intensity of competition and the number of competitors.
Given that this is a categorised variable, a contingency table 1 was chosen for evaluation purposes. 3, XVII, 2014 We can say that the H 0 hypothesis, at a significance level of 5%, can be rejected. The indicators of the descriptive statistic allow us to say that the intensity of competition is dependent on the number of competitors. The intensity of dependence is substantiated by the value of the contingency coefficient -0.7109, representing medium dependence. Pearson's moment correlation coefficient reaches a value of 0.58 (p-value < 0.01).
Improving Competitive Position on the Market
Another question focusing on the issue of the competitiveness of companies is to identify whether they involve themselves in trying to move ahead of the competition, either through their own activities or with the help of a consultant. 
Tab. 2: Characteristics of the sample

The Competitive Advantage of a Company
According to Michael E. Porter [12] , competitive advantage is at the heart of the efficiency of a business entity on a market with established competition. It stems from the value which the entity is able to offer its customers and which exceeds the costs of its creation. The question figured in the questionnaire survey as an open-ended question and companies therefore had the opportunity to express in full the elements behind their competitive advantage. Given that open-ended questions are harder to evaluate from the statistical perspective, answers had to be coded and assigned to the following categories: low price, quality, reliability, strong brand, service, tradition, know-how and other.
Companies most often see their competitive advantage as being the service they provide. Twenty-eight per cent of respondents, in fact, replied as such (Fig. 2) . The second most commonly-used competitive advantage was the quality of the company's products or services and in third place low price. By contrast, least companies consider tradition and reliability to be competitive advantages.
Source: own 3, XVII, 2014 A company's membership of a commercial association might also be seen as a possible competitive advantage. The Chamber of Commerce of the Czech Republic, which represents the commercial public, is one example of a commercial association or federation. This organisation supports all areas of business apart from agriculture, the food industry and forestry, these interests being represented by the Agrarian Chamber of the Czech Republic. The main aim of the chamber is to create opportunities for business and to push through and support measures that contribute to the development of business in the Czech Republic and in turn to the overall economic stability of the state.
Although nobody specifically mentioned this as a competitive advantage, our findings do suggest the relationship of this connection. The independence test was used again when considering the relationship between membership of a commercial association and competitive advantage. The statistical values calculated allow us to reject H 0 and accept H 1 . The intensity of dependence is given by the contingency coefficient of 0.6874, which is medium. The chosen strategy depends on the competitive advantage which a company has on the market over its competitors.
The Manner of Competition and Reaction to Competition
The companies were able to judge the way in which competition is manifested most often.
They considered the increase in competition, the wider range of goods the competition has, the lower prices offered by the competition, the wider range of services offered by the competition, the use of more advertising and greater emphasis on winning customers and satisfying them. The results are presented in table 7 .
A modal value equalling lower prices was calculated using the Statgraphics programme. The degree of mutability was then calculated by hand. in which M is the number of differences in % and n is the frequency of answers.
Tab. 7: Frequencies for expressions of competition
Class
With the highest frequency of 86, "lower prices offered by competitors" is therefore the modal value of the most common battle. The variability of opinion on frequent or very frequent competition is rather higher at 81.1 %.
The companies also judged the most common reactions to competition. They chose between a larger range of goods on offer, the introduction (expansion) of services, the reduction of prices, the introduction or intensification of advertising, increasing efforts to ensure a satisfied customer and zero reaction. The results in table 8 and in figure 3 show that the most common response to competition is to better satisfy the customer. A modal value equalling the increase in efforts to satisfy customers was calculated using the Statgraphics programme. The degree of mutability was then calculated by hand. in which M is the number of differences in % and n is the frequency of answers. The modal value with the highest frequency, 113, is for "increasing efforts to satisfy the customer". The variability of opinion on a frequent to very frequent response to competition is rather higher at 80.1%.
Tab. 8: Response to competition
Class
Discussion
It ensued from the questionnaire that the competitive environment is very strong in the region throughout the sectors. Over 50% of respondents characterise their competitive environment as very strong and 40% as medium. Some 53.3% of respondents come up against more than 5 competitors. The most common competitive advantages cited by respondents were providing service (28%) and the quality of their products (19%). A detailed investigation confirmed that competitive advantage and competitive strategies need to be understood as multi-dimensional and multifactored because companies always presented more than one factor in competitive advantage. Neither should we forget the communication undertaken by companies, which must be adapted to suit customers, for example in the social media environment. If companies manage their communication in the way defined, there is a high probability that they will defeat the competition in this progressive channel of communication [20] . Effective use of Internet technology offers many possibilities and advantages for both, companies and their customers. Internet used in communication, marketing activities and sales enables cost reduction and high supply chain effectiveness. It represents a major source of competitive advantage, market penetration and innovation [16] . It emerged from our statistical processing that there is a relationship between the competitive strategy chosen and competitive advantages too.
Conclusion
As presented in the paper, sustainable competitive advantage is one of the deciding factors in the competitive capabilities of business activities at all companies. Competitiveness has become a term that cannot be avoided. It is used by economists, businessmen and politicians. The reason it is used so often could be the fact that it is a word that cannot be replaced. The over- Response to competition
Source: own generality of the expression means that it can be used at several reference levels, at which the meaning often differs, entirely logically. Whereas competitiveness is reminiscent of effectiveness statically-speaking, dynamically it is very close to economic growth or to flexibility.
The central point that is forgotten when using the term competitiveness is its relativity. This can logically be understood through the causality explained in the section on competitive advantage. There is, after all, a fundamental difference between competitive characteristics and competitive advantage. Competitiveness is thus a reflection of competitive advantages, which are determined by the specific market situation. That is why it is entirely pointless to use the words competitiveness and competitive without specifying them to take into account the specific circumstances involved, based on the actors in the market process and the market environment itself.
Competitiveness can be identified with prosperity, regardless of its relation to the competition. A company which is not competitive does not have a very good chance of long-term survival. There is no theoretical justification for something like this being true.
Research will continue by examining how competitiveness is perceived in relation to the German and Polish parts of the Euroregion Nisa (ERN). We will also consider the competitive environment for companies who wish to undertake business on the German and Polish sides.
